This paper investigates what business schools are saying in their mission statements and whether they provide a meaningful basis for strategic choice, distinction and differentiation from a positioning perspective; or whether they are the equivalent of "table stakes" in the MBA game -undifferentiated signals that connote legitimacy. Content analysis is undertaken of the mission statements of the Financial Times 2009 top 100 full-time MBA program offering business schools. The statements are mapped and compared in the aggregate and by quartile. We conclude that the statements are for the most part homogeneous and do not serve as a basis for differentiation. However, although achieving distinction through a mission statement may indeed be difficult, it is by no means impossible, and we suggest approaches that business school deans might adopt in an effort to make their brands stand out.
Introduction
Mission statements, long accepted as an important part of the strategic planning and implementation process in the corporate world (Keller, 1983; Pearce & Robinson, 1991) , have also increasingly become requirements for tertiary education institutions. Like corporations, they face increasingly levels of competition and are responding by adopting more business-like approaches that undeniably include shifting from traditional and rather broad strategic planning cycles to mission-inspired strategic positioning (Leland & Moore, 2007: 11) .
This corporatization of strategic planning within higher education brings with it the need to critically examine internal institutional strengths and then position them within the context of the external stakeholders the institution seeks to serve. This is not easy for many faculty members who are more inclined to a belief in the importance of their disciplines, and that the external community needs to be educated.
A supply-side rather than demand-side philosophy to serving the market requires clearly articulated mission statements that are developed through appropriate stakeholder engagement and that are seen as important vehicles for educating the internal market about strategic choices and decision execution. An illustration of this approach is provided by Koteen (1997: 135) , who described Duke University's 1990's creation of a distinctive mission statement that articulated the institution's strategic themes and imperatives, and established its ongoing competitive advantage.
Mission statement prevalence has also been brought about by accrediting bodies increasingly requiring that entities publish clear mission statements and demonstrate that they inform strategic development. As illustration, AACSB International's strategic management standards require that each school "publishes a mission statement or its equivalent that provides direction for making decisions" … and … "periodically review and revise the mission statement as appropriate" (AACSB International, 2010: 16) . Similarly, the EFMD, through its European quality improvement system (EQUIS) states that peer reviewers must assess the "appropriateness of the mission statement" and whether there is a "shared sense of mission and vision throughout the school"
(European Foundation for Management Development, 2010: 33) . The obligation has been further supported by demands of boards of trustees and other external stakeholders.
Beyond supporting strategic choice, mission statements are also seen as important marketing tools. Externally, they signal the organization's professional identity, frame its choice of activities, and facilitate positioning vis-à-vis its competitors (Hartley, 2002; Short & Palmer, 2008) . Internally, they help clarify the philosophy and intent of the organization to its employees and students (Davies & Glaister, 1997) .
This exploratory study investigates what business schools are saying in their mission statements; whether they provide a meaningful basis for strategic choice; and, whether they offer the necessary distinction or differentiation from a positioning perspective. Content analysis of the mission statements of the Financial Times 1 2009 top 100 international full-time MBA program schools is undertaken.
The dataset is also divided into quartiles to establish whether mission statement content differs across ranking clusters. The paper begins with an overview of mission statements and discusses their relevance for universities and business schools. Pertinent literature is reviewed. Thereafter, the methodology and the specific content analysis software utilized, Leximancer™, are outlined. Third, results are presented followed by analysis and discussion. The article concludes with a fifth section that interprets the findings and the implications for business schools, acknowledges the limitations of the research, and identifies avenues for future research.
Mission statements: Their nature and purpose
The academic and professional strategic management literature has devoted considerable attention to the importance of mission statements as professional communications. More than fifty years ago, Jones (1960) emphasized the importance of business philosophy and the effect that mission statements have on organizational goals, decision-making, and community responsibility. Extant literature provides numerous interpretations of what mission statements are, and views about their purpose and real value. While some scholars have been somewhat cynical about the effectiveness of mission statements, and the sincerity of executives in formulating them (e.g. Bartkus, Glassman and McAfee, 2000) , others (e.g. Verma, 2009 ) have argued that vision and mission statements are powerful strategic communications tools that get organizations to coalesce around central themes.
Empirical research into the efficacy of mission statements has produced mixed results (Sidhu, 2003) . Some researchers have suggested mission statements do not always have the desired impact (Barber 2005; Meyer, 2005) while others have been even more cynical and concluded that they are often a collection of stock phrases that are either excessively vague or unrealistically inspirational or both (Morphew & Hartley, 2006: 457; see also Bartkus et al., 2000) . Davies and Glaister (1997) found little evidence of a relationship between the performance of a company and its mission statement and argued, paradoxically, that mission statements seem to be created when organizations are directionless or there is a change in top management. Bartkus and Glassman (2008) established that organizations mentioning particular stakeholder groups in their mission statements display little in the way of behaviors that are consistent with this.
In contrast to the above, some research finds mission statements can have a positive impact on broad aspects of organizational performance. Klemm, Sanderson, and Luffman (1991) concluded that a mission statement, which includes a statement of company values, is an important communications tool for managers to assert their leadership within the organization. Baetz and Bart (1996) found that most large firms had a mission statement, that the top management group was most involved in its creation, that it was used for a variety of purposes, and that the majority of firms were satisfied with the statement and the process they had used to create it. Later work by the same authors (Bart and Baetz, 1998 ) led them to conclude that key aspects of mission statements are associated with higher levels of organizational performance.
Mission statements in higher education
The limited amount of tertiary education sector mission statement research has tended to find that the statements are bland, generalist, and apparently designed to ensure flexibility and to signal their "university-ness" (Chait, 1979; Davies, 1986; Delucchi, 1997; Morphew & Hartley, 2006; Lowrie, 2007 ). Chait's (1979) deconstruction of college mission statements found their vagueness made them all essentially the same. He concluded that statements such as the pursuit of excellence or the discovery and transmission of knowledge were vague enough to make it impossible to demonstrate whether or not the institutions were achieving or falling short of their strategic aspirations (Chait, 1979: 36) . Hemsley-Brown and Goonawardana (2007) concurred, but did not see this as necessarily a disadvantage, concluding that brand harmonization, albeit in a very broad way, was evolving in the industry. Research has also found that the typically broad nature of university mission statements means they do not provide necessary direction, that they are seldom referred to or reflected upon, and that they are generally incapable of directing strategic choice (Davies and Glaister, 1997; Morphew & Hartley, 2006) . Furthermore, Morphew and Taylor (2009) Meacham (2008) is less skeptical of mission statements within higher education. He argues that mission statement creation importantly engages key internal stakeholdersincluding both faculty and administrators -in a dialogue about purpose and longer-term direction for the institution. Somewhat optimistically, he states that "(mission statements) can help get folks on your campus talking to each other, for one thing" (Meacham, 2008: 21) . This observation is consistent with Krohe's (1995) finding that the primary benefit of mission statements is in their creation. Surprisingly, given the espoused importance of stakeholder engagement within the higher education sector, it appears students have little influence in developing business school mission statements. Davies and Glaister's (1997) survey of United Kingdom business schools, found that school leadership and senior professors had the most influence, followed by other academic staff and university leadership, with student representatives playing only a minor role at best (Davies & Glaister, 1997: 567) .
Purpose of mission statements
In spite of continued debate about the efficacy of mission statements within both the corporate and education sectors, the perceived importance of mission statements is generally accepted to include that they give purpose and vision for the future. Further arguments for the importance of mission statements include strategic direction setting (Keller, 1983; Martin, 1985; Pearce & Robinson, 1991; Nanus, 1992) , internal and external marketing and communications (Keller, 1983; Davies & Glaister, 1997; Hooley, Cox & Adams, 1992; Hartley, 2002) , and establishing distinctiveness (Drucker, 1973; Wheelan & Hunger, 1989; Davies & Glaister, 1997) .
Researching mission statements using content analysis
A number of studies have used content analysis to study mission statements of multiple organizations. Pearce and David's (1987) content analysis of Fortune 500 firm mission statements found that higher financial performer mission statements differed from lower performers. Specifically, higher performers gave special attention to their corporate philosophy and to the organizations basic beliefs, values, aspirations, and priorities; self-concept, including competitive strengths; and, desired public image. David's (1989) subsequent study of seventy-five large company mission statements revealed nine key components. Amato and Amato (2002) content analyzed corporate mission statements to investigate the relationships between commitment to quality of life and firm size, profitability, and industry. Lee, Fairhurst and Wesley's (2009) web page analysis of the top one-hundred United States retail organizations explored their corporate social responsibility policies and actions.
Studies of university and business school mission statements have also employed content analysis techniques. Short and Palmer (2008) explored relations between mission statement content and measures of business school characteristics, including performance, for 408 AACSB International member business schools. They found considerable variance across school missions but argued that the statements generally lacked comprehensiveness. Buff and Yonkers (2004) content analyzed the mission statements and curriculum requirements of 286 AACSB International schools with undergraduate marketing programs and found that 64% either had mission statements that included ethical content; had ethics course requirements; or both.
In this study, we further investigate whether mission statements represent clear positioning statements that help distinguish one institution from another, as suggested by Hemsley-Brown and Goonawardana, (2007) and Short and Palmer (2008) , or are strikingly consistent communications that serve to signal consistency and belonging to the broader academic community (Lowrie, 2007) .
Methodology
The study uses data extracted from the internationally recognized top 100 business schools identified through the Financial Times™ (2009) full-time MBA ranking study. The selection was further motivated by the fact that all of these schools are accredited by at least one of the international accrediting bodies.
The first phase of the methodology involved extracting as many mission statements from the business schools' websites as possible. Where keyword searches of the business school website did not reveal a unique school mission, vision or purpose, but pointed to the parent university statement and/or to specific divisional statements within the school, it was assumed that a school-specific mission statement did not exist and the parent institution mission was adopted if it was available. Nine schools were contacted directly to either provide their mission statement or confirm that it did not exist.
The analysis methodology employed a five-step procedure:
 Each mission statement was scanned to remove specific identifying words including the name of the business school or of its parent entity. These were changed to merely state the School and the University respectively and capitalized to identify them as nouns rather than general identifiers of organization type where the lowercase form was employed. In a similar fashion, schools that identified their own city or country by name had these changed to the capitalized form of the City and the Country. This was done to correctly identify the nouns as self-referencing rather than case specific and therefore unimportant for concept identification.
 Each statement was consolidated into the most common general framework used by the schools to ensure the content analysis software dealt with the mission statements in a consistent fashion and then appended to two of five .html files. One file for all 100 mission statements and four separate files for each quartile.
 The five .html files were then analyzed using Leximancer™ and following a two step procedure. An initial pass through of the data resulted in initial identification and ranking of concepts using both name and word based concepts. Name being defined by the package as a word within the body of a sentence that begins with a capital letter -"school" is a word while "School" is a name. The second step involved the removal of the two names "School" and "University" and the word "mission" if they were found to be present in the identified concepts, and, where necessary, extending the number of included concepts to the point where the first excluded concept occurred less than ten percent of the time of the most identified concept. Extracted output from the second phase analysis of each dataset included the ranked sequence of identified concepts with their frequency of occurrence and a color map of the identified concepts showing their relative importance and degree of connectedness.
 The fourth step of the methodology was designed to overcome two potential difficulties with interpreting the content analysis outcome. Each of the data files contained multi-sources and authored text opening the possibility that the software might identify what is in reality a single concept as multiple concepts because of different terms and word usage. As illustration, words and clusters of words around global, worldwide, and international may all relate to the concept international.
The second potential difficulty is that the same concept may occur multiple times within one mission statement but be absent from others. Concept frequency may therefore not be consistent with the number of the business schools identifying the concept in their mission. Assessing the impact of these two potential difficulties involved extracting the full set of software identified concept words and:
o Searching for the occurrence of each of the concept words in each mission statement using a binary indicator to indicate its presence or absence.
o Grouping the concept words into appropriate clusters of synonyms using the Microsoft Word™ thesaurus and confirming that the synonyms were used with the same intent across the schools using them. As illustration, "knowledge" was coidentified with "research" when analysis of a mission statement confirmed that the word was used in connection with the scholarly endeavors of the faculty. Each cluster was then assigned a macro concept name. o Each mission statement was then flagged as either including or not-including each of the identified macro concepts.
 As a final step, the numbers of mission statements that included each macro concept were counted to assess if the proportional use of these concepts varied across the quartiles using the Marascuilo (1966) comparison of multiple proportions test.
Leximancer™ content analysis software package
Leximancer™ is a relatively simple but powerful software program designed for visualizing and interpreting complex textual communication 2 . It uses data-mining techniques to interpret prose and identify the main concepts in a corpus of text, as well as how these concepts relate using conceptual (thematic) and relational (semantic) analyses (Rooney, 2005) . The text is then displayed visually by means of a concept map that portrays the main concepts and their interrelationships. Concepts are conceived of as collections of words that travel together, and concept maps show the overall representation of the corpus, and guide in its interpretation. They present the relative importance of concepts and strength of interaction graphically through size, color 3 and location -large circles represent key themes and dots individual concepts, color-coding reveals the relative importance of the themes and concepts, and related concepts that are strongly semantically linked are drawn close to one another (Rooney, 2005: 410-412) .
The Leximancer™ algorithm is based on Bayesian theory where the degree of belief in a relationship or hypothesis changes as evidence is gathered iteratively by the package. The software has been validated in prior research with the automatic selection of key concepts and entities within text demonstrating good agreement with expert human judgments over many trials (Rooney, 2005; Campbell, Pitt, Parent and Berthon, 2011) . Scholars have employed Leximancer™ across a wide range of disciplines in the social sciences (Scott and Smith, 2005; Smith and Humphreys, 2006; Martin and Rice, 2007) . The package has been shown to be robust, and to afford a more nuanced and complete view of interrelationships (Campbell et al., 2011) .
Results
The 100 business school mission statements extracted for the study ranged in length from four words for IMD to 262 words for HEC Paris. This format is slightly different to the output produced by the package but entirely consistent with it. As illustration, the concept "business" is found to appear a total of fifteen times or a sixty percent occurrence in the .html file that contains the mission statements for the twenty-five secondquartile schools. Leximancer™ reports the percentages (proportions) as a function of the most frequently occurring concept. This results in the most frequently occurring concept for each dataset always being recorded as onehundred percent despite the fact that it may occur in considerably less mission statements. For this study, it is considered more useful for comparative purposes to record the relative frequencies on a standardized basis -the sample size. Table 1 demonstrates some rather stark differences across the quartiles. Only "business", "leaders" and "students" are identified as common concepts. Surprisingly, the concepts "research" and "knowledge" are not pervasive and occur only once and twice across the four quartiles respectively. Reasons for, and possible implications of, these findings are presented in the discussion and implications section of the paper.
Figures 1 and 2 present the concept maps with the dominance of the separately identified concepts "research", "business", "students", and "leaders" -all of which have large individual location or identification dots attached to them -clearly evident in Figure 1 attendant circles that aggregate the concepts into co-located themes highlight the importance of these four concepts as dominant overall themes across almost all business schools. Additionally, the clustering evident within and across the themes has both intuitive and less easily understood elements. For instance, having "research" and "knowledge" clustered together under the RESEARCH theme makes intuitive sense, as does "business" and "management" clustered under the BUSINESS theme. However, the identification of "global" and "society" with the RESEARCH theme is less obvious until one appreciates that these global and societal issues are frequently mentioned within the same sentence (context) as research and knowledge. Similarly, "alumni" and "leadership" are associated with segments of mission statements that discuss STUDENTS, while "education" is more frequently associated with BUSINESS within sentences and phrases. Interestingly, the individual concept "leaders" is quite distant from the other concepts and is almost unique as a theme with only one of the minor concepts, "aim", associated with it in forming the theme LEADERS. The first column of each set provides the numbers of occurrences of the Leximancer TM identified concepts; the second column provides the relative frequency given the number of included mission statements -100 for the full dataset and 25 for each quartile of the dataset. Figure 2 presents the concept maps for the four quartiles juxtaposed against one another. Common characteristics of the maps are that there are slightly fewer themes than for the overall dataset and that the themes tend to be more dispersed or distinctive than in the integrated analysis. Across the four quartiles, twenty-eight of the thirty-nine themes are identified with unique concepts, ten themes are identified with two concepts each, and one theme is associated with three concepts. Dominant concepts across the quartiles include "business", "leaders" and "students" that are mentioned across all four and, to a lesser extent, "knowledge", "management", "world" and "community" that are mentioned across two quartiles each. Interestingly, nine of the concepts identified for the full dataset of one-hundred mission statements do not appear in any of the quartile maps. Somewhat surprisingly, the "research" concept that appeared to be relevantly prevalent in the overall map only appears in the second quartile of mission statements.
Figure 2: Leximancer™ maps across four quartiles
Transforming the mission statements to improve style consistency and to remove specific university and business school names (as described in the first step of the methodology) resulted in the full set of mission statements .html file consisting of 5,120 words and 1,044 unique words. In this context, words are considered unique unless they are perfectly equivalent to another. Of these, Leximancer™ identified a total of 415 unique concept words and names, forty-four of which the package included in one or more of the concept maps as is evident from Table 1. Examining the key words underlying each of the concepts using the Microsoft Word™ thesaurus combined with a manual reexamination of the underlying text suggested that the fortyfour selected concept words plus an additional 118 concept words could reasonably be consolidated into the twenty-two aggregated concepts presented in Table 2 . Figure 3 graphs how many of the 100 mission statements include the twenty-two aggregated concepts as well as the residual concept words that did not form part of the concept maps. The figure clearly demonstrates the broad distribution of the residual concept words across the business schools with most occurring in considerably less than ten percent of the mission statements. The average frequency of occurrence across schools is three-and-a-half times, and the concept words that appear in more than ten percent of the mission statements are "principled", "disseminate", "faculty", "professionalism", "programs", and "thought" -all words that could have been included in the aggregated concepts listed in Table 2 .
Figure 3: Distribution of aggregated excluded concept words across business schools
The results from the Marascuilo (1966) comparison of multiple proportions test are shown in Table 3 . The first four columns of the table gives the number of mission statements within each quartile that contain the aggregated concepts. As illustration, aggregated concept "Management" occurs in fourteen, ten, four and nine of the twenty-five mission statements across the first through to fourth quartiles respectively. The fifth column of the table indicates that 0.37 or thirty-seven percent of the 100 mission statements contain the aggregated concept "Management". Columns six through eleven present the Marascuilo (1966) pairwise comparison of proportions tests for the six combinations of the four-quartile datasets. The 10.5042 value in the seventh column for "Management" is the Chi-square sample statistic for testing whether the first quartile proportion of 0.28 (fourteen out of twenty-five) is significantly different from the third quartile proportion of 0.08 (four out of twentyfive). Table 3 shows that only two of the 132 (twenty-two times six) possible pairwise comparisons of proportion are significantly different at the 10% level of significance 6 . Given that Type II statistical error could lead to the appearance of thirteen seemingly significant differences at the 10% test level when none actually exist, the conclusion is that the relative proportions of the twentytwo aggregated concepts across the quartiles are not different. 6 Aggregated concept "Management" shows a significant difference between the first and third quartile at the 5% level, and for the aggregated concept "Enrollment" shows a significant difference between the second and third quartile at the 10% level. The first four columns count the number of mission statements that include the concept word; the fifth column contains the estimated proportion based on the whole sample; statistical significance for the Marscaiulo comparison of multiple proportions test (Marscaiulo, 1966 ) is based on Chi-square values with k-1 degrees of freedom; k is the number of proportions being tested for equivalence; critical Chi-square values for the various significance levels are at 10%: 6.2514; at 5%: 7.8147; at 1%: 11.345; these are flagged respectively as *, **, ***.
Examination of

Discussion
Implications for managers
Research presented here demonstrates that the mission statements of business schools, at the group level at least, exhibit very few, if any, significant differences. There are no significant differences, for example, between the mission statements of business schools ranked in the top and fourth quartiles of the FT rankings. This implies that numerous schools in the sample do not have mission statements that permit them to be strongly positioned and highly differentiated, and suggests that the great majority are saying pretty much the same thing. Clearly, an individual school's mission statement would have to say some very distinctive things to stand out from the pack. This can be challenging because it may be difficult for schools to identify what makes them truly different. Schools that do differentiate themselves strongly in their mission statements, by not saying the same things most others, might define themselves out of the market. In a marketplace where good facilities and faculty, excellent research and teaching, and an espousal of high values are taken as given, finding the real differentiator, is hard indeed. Equally, the things that most schools espouse in their mission statements are important to most of the stakeholders, especially those who serve the school, and those it serves. The danger of not espousing these things is that such schools could end up talking about things that don't matter. Consequently, they could appear as less-than-legitimate. This is consistent with Ehrenberg, Barnard, and Scriven (1997) who suggest that competitive brands seldom differ from one another as a defensive mechanism in order establish a presence in consumers' minds. They suggest that true differentiation occurs in execution -outperforming competitors in those areas that matter most.
So what is the leadership of a school to do? How can deans, with some responsibility for the mission statement and ensuing strategy, use these findings to better craft the school's mission statement and use it as a key device for driving strategy? Probably the best place to start is by comparing the school's current mission statement against the categories identified in this research (Table 3) and match what the statement espouses against them. Equally important, the dean can identify whether there is any strong and relevant terminology in the current mission statement that does not appear in any of the categories -terminology that could be a strong differentiator and allow the school to distance itself from the pack. A complete, or perfect, overlap might signal the need for the school to give serious thought to amending the mission statement to permit greater distinction and differentiation. Alternatively, deans at second and third-tier schools might choose to emulate a leading school's mission statement as a tacit comparison, essentially trading on the higher-ranked school's brand equity to reinforce its own -a tactic consumer brand managers know all too well.
Another initiative that such a comparison might spark would be a return to the notion of defining the business rather than writing a mission statement. Criticisms of mission statements in the popular business press (for example, Chait, 1979) , and in the academic literature (for example, Davies and Glaister, 1997; Bartkus et. al., 2000) have sprung from the fact that while many mission statements espouse high moral values, excellence and warmth in a myriad different ways 7 , they don't tell you what the business does. Abell (1980) provides a simple, powerful, and useful framework. He suggests businesses needs to define themselves across three dimensions, and that this can essentially be done in one sentence. Three questions need to be answered. The "who" question -who are the customers we will serve? The "what" question -what customer needs will we satisfy? The "how" question -how will we satisfy those needs? In spite of the complexity that may exist for many universities that do not operate on a for-profit basis, Abell's (1980) notion of defining the business may be usefully interpreted in an educational context as defining the purpose -where purpose relates to the same "who", "what" and "how" questions articulated for the more corporate environment.
Business schools adopting this approach to defining their purpose, and perhaps going on to write their mission statement, may achieve significant advantages. They could produce a tool to test future decisions against that could drive strategy, regardless of whether this was communicated to stakeholders. For example, to examine ways of growing by finding new student populations, or to identify new needs, or to develop new ways of satisfying current needs. The single statement definition of purpose can also serve as the foundation for a subsequent mission statement that incorporates more issues, or caters to more stakeholders, or emphasizes values and priorities that the business school deems important, and that emphasizes the need for strategy to be re-thought on a regular basis. The definition of purpose will also need to be revisited as students and executive clients change, or their needs change, or the means of satisfying their needs changes.
Perhaps business schools need to consider that mission statements are not, ideally, carved in granite, but written in chalk on a blackboard.
Limitations
While we recognize that mission statements are clearly not the only tools that organizations use to position themselves in the marketplace, the four identified limitations to the study focus on the role of business school mission statements as professional communication tools.
1. Aside from being subject to the weaknesses inherent in the Financial Times ranking methodology, given that there are estimated to be over 13,000 business schools 7 It is not for nothing that one of the most popular features on Scott Adams' well-known Dilbert cartoon website (www.dilbert.com) is an "instant mission statement generator" that generates ridiculous, but realisticsounding mission statements at random.
in the world, it might be argued that selecting an international business school ranking list constitutes selecting a relatively undifferentiated sample.
2. The data analysis of the mission statements in this research represents a snapshot in time and gives an indicative comparison of the mission statements of the hundred schools at the time we downloaded them.
3. The quartiles employed in the study use relative rankings to examine differences among mission statements of groups of business schools. Differences might have been more apparent had we used some other grouping such as country or region of origin that could have been impacted by culture.
4. Leximancer™ may have limitations that other computerized content analysis packages don't. In a sense, it imposes solutions on the textual data, where other content analysis packages such as WordStat™ (Peladeau, 1999) or DICTION™ (Short & Palmer, 2008) permit the researcher to introduce predetermined dimensions so that the resulting counts can be analyzed against these dimensions (columns) in a contingency table. The results can then be plotted using a procedure such as correspondence analysis that also facilitates a graphic map-like comparison (Greenacre, 1993) .
Avenues for future research
A number of opportunities for future research emerge from this project. First, rather than using quartiles for comparison, alternative classifications can be considered. Categorization could be done on a geographic basis, by comparing standalone business schools against those attached to universities, or by comparing ranked business schools against those that do not form part of the rankings. Second, the analysis could be done on a longitudinal basis to see if shifts over time can be detected. Third, comparing business schools that achieve and lose their accreditation (AACSB International or EQUIS) or enter and exit a particular ranking may provide fruitful insight. Finally, and from a more managerial and user-centric perspective, developing a method for comparing the mission statement of an individual school against some predetermined sample could prove valuable. Individual schools could enter the text of their mission statements into a database, make comparisons against selected categories, and assess how well (or poorly) their mission statements distinguished them from the selected sample.
Conclusion
In this paper we have sought to answer the question of whether mission statements have allowed business schools to stand out or blend in, achieve distinction or homogeneity, and to position themselves. Our conclusion is that there is very little distinction and that the mission statements are broadly homogeneous.
This begs the question: Is achieving distinction through a mission statement a "mission impossible" for a business school? Our evidence suggests distinction is extremely difficult because schools appear not to want to be ignored by not saying the right and expected things. Difficult, but probably not impossible! A few simple procedures might be used to craft a mission statement that drives strategy and to craft one that also enables differentiation through strong positioning. First, leadership should recognize that mission statements are not cast in stone, but fluid and dynamic instruments that should be continuously updated. Second, beginning with a definition of purpose, before proceeding to any mission statement, makes sense. This definition can then be extended and articulated into a mission statement that is different enough to be distinct. Individual schools can match their mission statements against the maps presented in this paper to determine where there is overlap, and where differences and similarities ought to be emphasized.
At best, mission statements can serve as clear communications to business schools' many stakeholders. At worst, they are benign, insignificant exercises in corporatespeak. Achieving mission distinction, either through deliberate homogeneity or clear heterogeneity, may be difficult -but it remains as possible, as it is desirable.
